Excerpts from Man is Wolf to Man: Surviving the Gulag (1998)

by Janusz Bardach & Kathleen Gleeson
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[In] my youthful zeal I did not pay much attention to how the Soviet authorities took over the town.  In October and November 1939, Communist Party officials, Soviet civil authorities, and the NKVD( (Narodny Kommissariat Vnutrenickh Dyel) set up headquarters in the best downtown buildings without compensating the previous owners and tenants.  They annexed many apartments and houses for military and civilians living quarters, throwing the owners out on the street without reimbursing them or paying them rent.  All possessions remained in the houses.  The Polish authorities and military personnel who had remained in town were arrested, along with clergy of all denominations.  Many citizens, including my parents, condemned these actions, but to me they seemed logical and necessary; the clergy and Polish authorities had strong anti-Soviet and anti-Communist sentiments.

During October and November, Wlodzimierz-Wolynski swelled with Jewish refugees returning from the former Soviet border, which never did open, and coming illegally from Nazi-occupied territory.  The new Soviet-German border ran along the Bug River, only twelve kilometers west of town.  The synagogues and Jewish prayer houses opened up to the refugees, and local Jews gave them food and shelter.  We housed as many refugees as we could fit into our flat.
Life in Wlodzimierz-Wolynski changed swiftly.  Gone was the tranquility of a small town where everyone knew everyone and where families had lived for many years.  The intrusion of Soviet indoctrination and propaganda, mandatory political meetings, Soviet control of radio and press, and the dissolution of religious activity transformed the city.  The first signs of a truly Soviet lifestyle were food shortages and long lines at the bakeries, butcher shops, and food stores, scenes never before occurring in Poland.

I absorbed the indoctrination and devoured the propaganda.  As the only Communist country in the world, the Soviet Union was an island surrounded by a sea of capitalists who wanted to overrun and destroy it; therefore, strict regulation of local activity was necessary.  The capitalists had to be arrested, and their property had to be confiscated and turned over to the rightful owner—the workers’ state.  I believed Stalin was mankind’s great progressive leader and that the social justice I had dreamed of for so long would be achieved by the new society.  No one knew that the Soviet Union had become an ally of Nazi Germany or that Poland had been secretly partitioned between the two countries through the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact.
In late November, however, I became troubled by stories about the brutal treatment of local citizens during night searches and arrests.  These operations usually focused on landowners and merchants, many of whom I had know since childhood and whose honesty and integrity had never been questioned.
One evening during dinner we had an unexpected visitor.  Dr. Bubes, a rotund, jovial otolaryngologist and a good friend of my parents, came to ask my father for help.  The Soviet military command had given him twenty-four hours to relinquish his three houses.  If he complied, he would be guaranteed his own flat and office in one of the houses and not be harassed any further.  If he didn’t, he would lose all of his property as well as his medical license and might even be deported.  Dr. Bubes gestured helplessly, his face red with anger and despair.  My mother and I remained silent, waiting for my father to respond.

“There isn’t much you can do,” my father said looking at the floor and running his hand over his bald head.  “We have to face reality.  The Communists consider us—you and me—not doctors but capitalists because we own property.  Today they came to you, tomorrow they may come to me.  I’m prepared to give them what they want, and I advise you to do the same.”  Dr. Bubes said he would bribe some patients of his who were Soviet officials so he could keep as much property as he could.  “I wouldn’t trust them,” my father warned.  “They’ll take your money first, then your property.”

When Dr. Bubes left, my father talked openly about our own situation.  I’d never been included in such a discussion.  My father and uncle owned the two-story building in which we lived.  On the ground floor was the largest restaurant in town, Strzecha, owned by Mr. Pietras, and the most elegant confection shop, owned by the Hammermans.  On the corner was Mr. Rodberg’s barber shop.  There was also a printing shop and a public health clinic.

My father said he’d give up everything so we could keep our flat and his office, as well as the flats where my uncle and grandparents lived.  I was disturbed by my father’s forethought.  I hadn’t realized that the city council officials, all of whom I know and thought were by friends, considered my parents capitalists and therefore vragi naroda.*  I couldn’t believe that they would forcefully take my father’s property and my parents’ valuables.  While I had been helping the Soviets establish themselves in town, my father had been planning how to defend us and our property against them.
The next morning we had more disconcerting news.  During the night several of our friends’ homes had been searched, and may of their valuables had been confiscated.  A close friend of my father, Dr. Polanski, had been arrested.  I couldn’t believe what was happening and went to see Major Dmitri Roshenko of the city military command.  I told him that my father, uncle, and Dr. Bubes were not capitalists and that I could guarantee their honesty and loyalty to the Soviet state.  “You don’t understand the essence of capitalism,” he said coolly, leaning back in his chair.  “Anyone who exploits other people and accumulates wealth will become, if he isn’t already, a capitalist and enemy of the working class.  You made the choice to support us, and we consider you one of us.  But your father, uncle, and parents’ friends will never be our friends.  Let me warn you—don’t go talking to anyone else on their behalf.  The Organy* won’t like it.”
The threat in his voice alarmed me, as did his reference to the Organy.  “Dmitri,” I said, “I’ve supported you in every way and worked very closely with you.  I thought you trusted me.”
“Janusz, you know what Comrade Stalin says about trust?  Trust and check.  Don’t trust anyone, not even yourself.  This is how we must live when surrounded by enemies.  You must always be on guard, even with your own family.”

As the leaves of autumn blew away, the arrests of merchants and landowners continued.  Each day I worried that Taubcia’s father might be arrested because he owned a small fabric store.  He made considerably less than a modest income, but anyone who owned a store, no matter how small; a house, no matter how shabby; or a business, no matter how unprofitable, was in great danger of being not only dispossessed but also arrested.  Taubcia’s father… was unaware of the danger the new regime posed to him and his family.

I followed Dmitri’s advice not to ask any more questions and not to plead on behalf of my parents and their friends, and I immersed myself even more in political activity, hoping that my devotion would save my parents from trouble.  I stood up on the platform at meetings and enthusiastically gave reports.  I was delegated to participate daily in local gatherings and eventually was nominated to be a designated speaker at the meetings required for all citizens…

During the first week of December a curfew was imposed on the city.  An increased number of soldiers patrolled the streets, and rumors spread that dozens of cattle cars were arriving at the train station.  I went with my friends to the station to see what was going on.  Red boxcars were lined up by the hundreds and hooked to coal-burning locomotives.  Their presence indicated that deportations were being planned, but no one knew exactly when they would take place or who would be deported.  I tried to find out from my Soviet friends what was going on, but they hadn’t been given any information.  They only knew that the NKVD was in charge of the operation, and I didn’t know anyone in this secretive organization.

Late in the afternoon on December 5, Yuri Savchenko came to my house, out of breath, and told me that mass arrests and deportations would take place that night.  He thought my parents might be on the list.  I dashed through the waiting room of my father’s office, something I never did, and found him working.  He raised his head in surprise.  “I need to talk to you,” I said, squeezing his shoulder.  “I’ll get mother and we’ll wait for you in the bedroom.  Please come as soon as you can.”  My father showed up immediately.  I told my parents with great shame and dread about the danger we were in.

“I expected something like this,” my mother said.  “I’m not surprised.  My only hope is that they leave the permanent citizens alone.”
My father pace nervously across the bedroom.  He stopped next to the chair where my mother was sitting.  “I was prepared to give up properties so we would keep out flat, but I didn’t think we’d be deported.”  His nervousness filled the room…. [27-32]
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Janusz Bardach (1919-2002)

A plastic surgeon who survived imprisonment in the Siberian gold mines 

Janusz Bardach was forced to dig his grave and sleep in it the night before a court martial, where conviction was certain. He escaped death, survived years in Stalin's gulag, and became a famous plastic and reconstructive surgeon. He developed innovative techniques for cleft lip and palate repair, working in Poland and then in the United States as head of the division of plastic and reconstructive surgery at the University of Iowa's Hospitals and Clinics in Iowa City. 

Dr Bardach was born into a Jewish family in Odessa, Russia, in 1919. A year later his father moved the family back to his native Poland. When Bardach was a young man, newly married to his high school sweetheart, the second world war broke out. Poland was overrun and he was conscripted into the Red Army. An incident driving a tank and outspoken comments about politics led to the court martial. 

On the way to execution an officer of the NKVD[image: image1.png]


the Communist secret police[image: image2.png]


pulled him aside. He asked where Bardach was from and for details about his family in Odessa. Then the officer said, "I grew up next door to your cousin." Convinced that Bardach was truthful and loyal, the officer got his sentence reduced to 10 years' hard labour in Siberian goldmines. "You have a better chance of surviving in labour camps than I do on the front," he said. 

"He was lucky his whole life," says Kathleen Gleeson, who co-wrote two books with Dr Bardach, Man is Wolf to Man: Surviving the Gulag (University of California Press, 1998), and Surviving Freedom, to be published in spring 2003. 

In the Kolyma prison mines, Bardach suffered cold, hunger, and brutality. After a truck incident in which many prisoners died, he convinced hospital staff that he was a medical student because he knew Latin and had learned medical terminology from his father, who was a dentist, and physician relatives. He talked his way into a job at the hospital. After the war his sentence was reduced and he was freed. Meanwhile, his young wife and his entire family, except for his brother, had been killed by the Germans. 

Bardach talked his way into medical school in Moscow without taking exams and received a scholarship from the Polish government. He completed medical studies and a residency in plastic and reconstructive surgery. 

For 18 years Dr Bardach practised in Lodz, Poland, specialising in maxillofacial surgery. He developed a two-flap technique for repairing a cleft lip that reduced the number of operations that children had to undergo, and techniques for lengthening the upper lip. He published textbooks and papers, though not in Western journals. However, as a Jew he experienced anti-Semitism in Poland. 

In 1968, when many intellectuals were leaving Poland, doctors from the University of Iowa College of Medicine learnt of his work at an international meeting. The medical school, which had an expert division in cleft lip and palate surgery, was looking for a new chair. Dr Bardarch was invited for three months as a visiting professor and then asked to stay permanently. The question was how to get his second wife, Elena, and their daughter, Ewa, out of Poland. The university invited them for a "vacation," the Polish government granted visas, and they arrived in middle America. Elena later returned to Poland and died there. Dr Bardach married Phyllis Harper. 

Dr Bruce Gantz, chair of otolaryngology at the university in Iowa, says: "I met him as a medical student and worked with him as a resident and a faculty member. I wanted to emulate him as a physician. Kids he'd cared for would jump on his lap as if he were a grandfather." After working with him on scientific papers, Dr Gantz suggested, "Why don't you write about something else?" 

The result, Man is Wolf to Man, received a spectacular review from the New York Times. Dr Bardach's colleagues were amazed to hear his life story. "He was someone with tremendous courage and insight," says Dr Robert Kelch, dean of the University of Iowa College of Medicine. His cardiologist, Dr Richard Kerber, says, "He had tremendous warmth and compassion and a lack of bitterness and rage." 

He leaves his wife, Phyllis Harper; a daughter; and a granddaughter. 

Janusz Bardach, plastic surgeon Iowa City, USA (b Odessa, Russia, 1919; q Moscow Medical and Stomatological Institute 1950), died from pancreatic cancer on 16 August 2002. 

[Janice Hopkins Tanne ] 

QUESTIONS:

1) What happened to the residents of the Polish town of Wlodzimierz-Wolynski after the Soviet occupation in 1939?

2) Who did the Soviet authorities target and why?  At this point, what was Janusz Bardach’s attitude towards Communism?
( In English, NKVD translates as “People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs.”  This organization later became known as the KGB.


* “Enemies of the people.” A term applied to political prisoners.


* The popular name for the NKVD.





